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Abstract
The purpose of this thesis is to support a series of works that represent different ideas on my life
experiences through memory, attachment to social media use, and digital appearance. By
showcasing these works together, viewers can experience the ways in which I choose to visualize
how digital content alters our memories, as well as our own opinions of ourselves.
The paper begins with a background of myself, detailing how I arrived at this project and why I
am interested in the relationship between memory and social media. It then provides examples of
previous work I created to inform the reader of the visual language I use in my work. After that,
it begins to use citations of research articles providing truth to the claims that I want to make,
and finally then describes the work in detail.
This paper is designed to open the door for others to consider the idea of externalized memories,
and how we are actively altering the way we remember events from our past. It highlights the
complex relationship we have with the digital world, and shines a light on how we are,
knowingly or not, rewiring our brains on how to remember things.
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A Brief History Of Myself
Shifting environments has been commonplace for most of my life. Whether because of the
teams I’ve played for or other circumstances of my present, one thing that resulted and remains
common though them all is my ability to adapt and interact.
As a boy I played on three different travel sports teams, each taking up roughly 4 months of
the year. This meant that every four months I was introduced to a new cast of friends with whom
I would inevitably share the majority of my social time. This constant change allowed me to
establish some strong social behaviors that enabled me to get along with a variety of people. I
learned how to deal with different kinds of personalities, build connections, and grow as a
person.
This practice in navigating through different kinds of people and environments continued
through my high school experience and into college. Due to choosing my major late, I had to
stay in college for an extra year. Watching my friends graduate opened the door for me to flex
those navigation muscles again. I needed to meet new people to keep my sanity for the next 12
months. Moving to Syracuse for graduate school the following year presented yet another
opportunity for me to continue my practice of engaging with new people to build and grow
strong relationships.
For quite some time now I have made consistent efforts to build and utilize my social skills
to stay comfortable in an area. As an act of self-preservation, I adapt to those around me in order
to fit in and make friends. These adaptational experiences have shaped who I am, and the more I
trace these experiences back to their origins, the more I discover about myself and realize just
how long this has been happening and how common it is. This type of self-preservation is known
as “social navigation”.
The main trait that exists in social navigation is an ability to read and appropriately respond
to an environment. In other words, to fit in (whatever that may mean for an individual), one
needs to understand the personalities and dynamics of those around them. It’s no coincidence
that my favorite activities also require a need to read and appropriately respond to an
environment.
My two biggest interests outside of art making are skateboarding and rock climbing. How a
skater fluidly navigates the park, or how a climber ascends a mountain, requires constant
awareness of their surroundings and appropriate reactions. After years of adapting to the people,
environments, and situations around me, I have become comfortable with switching things up on
the fly.
As an artist, these abilities have helped me progress through different ideas quickly. In the
last three years alone, I have completed projects in painting, printmaking, ceramics, sculpture,
jewelry, and fashion.

1

Most of these projects have been directly related to what is existing in the world and in
front of me at that time. When the initial lockdown happened in spring of 2020 and masks
became mandatory, I created an entire line of masks made from different materials, looking at
what those materials might say about the wearer and their relationship to the pandemic. After the
murder of George Floyd, I created wax pillows titled White Fragility (a pillow for George
Floyd)(fig1, fig2). And after a year’s struggle with the pandemic, I created a ceramic/flower
fundraising project to raise money for a local charity and business during such hard times.

Fig 1 and 2
White Fragility (a pillow for George Floyd) 10” x 10” 2021
microcrystalline wax

A Shift Into Online Worlds
Outside of these direct responses to what was happening in the world, I look to online
spaces as a foundation of conversation for my practice.
Trying to understand the relationship that my generation shares with the internet has always
been at the forefront of my mind when creating art. Not being able to remember a time where I
couldn’t get online, the internet has played a role in raising me. As a “star child of the internet”
(where are my Arthur C Clark fans?) , a large percentage of my social interaction and etiquette
has been formed from the internet or on the internet. This has primarily been through my
participation in social media platforms and websites. “Social media is a term for numerous
technologies that allow instantaneous communication, status updates, and social networking
among individuals,” (Wood, 2015).
The necessity of these spaces, especially for younger generations, cannot be overstated.
“The social media platforms have a growing importance in our lives since they are the places
where we “showcase” our living experiences. They also reflect a variety of dimensions regarding
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our position in the virtual and physical social life. Both of these factors make people to play
certain characters in the social arena,” (Gündüz, 2017). Because of how important it is, I started
exploring my relationship with online spaces by trying to recreate in my paintings the essence of
being online. I created images that were full of loose strokes that swiftly passed across the
picture plane like one’s finger might swipe across their phone screen. I also incorporated
unknown symbols to articulate the everchanging meme culture, and how definitions of words or
phrases constantly change context; familiar things become foreign and vice versa. (fig 3-6).

Fig 3 and 4
Untitled 36” x 48” 2020
chalk pastel, oil pastel, acrylic, screenprint on chalkboard

Fig 5 and 6
Untitled 36” x 48” 2020
chalk pastel, oil pastel, acrylic, screenprint on chalkboard
While the essence of those works was to re-create the feeling of being online, I felt that
they were not specific enough, and lacked thought about what was actually happening in those
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spaces. My next project (fig 7, fig 8) was to create work that was more isolated or specific to a
time and place on the Internet. I decided that in order to isolate and focus the work on a specific
day I would base the subject matter off of the two most watched videos on youtube for that
specific day. To me this time locked the work in a space. These videos reached their peak user
interaction and thus “importance” in the online world. They also were a direct reflection of what
people were most drawn to online this day, and encapsulated my interest in online
interaction.The two videos were about a phenomenon known as “The Pittsburgh Parking Chair”
and “The Deconstruction of an Offshore Oil Rig”. The parking chair video explained a quirky
way of saving parking spots in the city of Pittsburg, while the Oil Rig video was a time lapse of
its deconstruction. It is interesting to me that these two geographically specific events went viral
for the rest of the world to see.

Fig 7 and 8
A Day Online 18” x 24” 2021
chalk pastel, oil pastel, acrylic, oil paint on chalkboard
As I continue to create work that responds to the environments around me I’ve notices two
common denominators. They are online presence, and smartphones. These two are in tandem and
together they work as a unit of exposure. The tool of the phone, and the platform of the internet
are how most people consume information and broadcast themselves to the world. The way in
which the rest of this paper is structured is one of explaining how I arrived at my ideas and
concerns involving phones and online presence, followed by how I translate that information into
my work. The work that I have created is a visualization of the ideas that stem from this paper,
and therefore the research must be presented first.
Moments Of Self Reflection
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Posting content online allows one not only to reach a large audience, but curate who they
are as a person. You selectively let people in on your life only showing what you want others to
see. These observers, who may not know me in real life, have a vision of what they think I am
like and what I do. In reference to social media platforms, Uğur Gündüz states, “They enable
individuals to present themselves to others and determine the way they would like to be
perceived, in addition to helping them connect and interact with people, and participate in the
activities they wish,” (Gündüz, 2017). Their perception of me is one that I choose. When you
look at what I have posted, it’s generally all skateboarding videos and rock climbing. This is how
I am choosing to broadcast myself to the world. I’m choosing to do this based on how others will
react to it. This is all that I want them to know about me at this moment, and my curating my
presence, I can tailor their opinions of me.
This unlocks the next part of the puzzle: because I know that other people are going to look
at my social media pages and form opinions about me, how might that knowledge dictate my
actions? I’m going to be more inclined to capture and post the highs of my life so that when
people look at me, they perhaps think I am more entertaining/adventurous than I actually am. I
may even exaggerate my experiences to imply that I’m doing more of something in my life than
I actually am in order to maintain this digital persona that I have created. For instance, when I
recently traveled to Mexico for a climbing trip I made sure to pack my phone with me on the
mountain so that I could record what I was doing and show people online. My climbing partner
would ask me interview questions at random points on the climb, not for us, but because we
thought it would be funny content for others to see. Here our decisions are clearly being made in
service of our social media personas, and not our true selves. Why do we even care about what
these other people think?
Social media has allowed us to amass a following of “others” that has only been accessible
to Hollywood's elite in the past. The ability to reach these people is only seconds away, and to
keep them interested and coming back, one must fill their hunger with content; therefore,
“influencers” are required to constantly produce things for others to consume.
The ability to reach so many people with the push of a button has skewed the ways in
which we physically interact with others in real life. It’s not hard to imagine that someone would
willingly go out in public and make a fool of themselves in front of 50 people if they knew that
100,000 others would favorably view a video of it online. It isn’t far-fetched to speculate that the
more one might do this, the more disconnected from their actual environment they might
become.
As we begin to understand why we might want to record the things that we are doing, how
can the actual process of recording things affect the ways in which we remember what we have
done?
Memory and its Relation to Digital Storage
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Navigating social environments in real life led me to realize how we are also constantly
navigating social environments online. Posting, commenting, and interacting with others has
never been easier or more diverse because of the internet. While there are many similarities to
social interactions online and in real life, one major difference is the permanence of online
interactions. Everything we say and do online is recorded and stored somewhere. This archive of
information will exist long after we are gone, and that amount of exposure is frightening. This
led me to further investigate how our lives are archived.
Social media allows us to look back on our experiences in a way that we were not able to
before these platforms existed. We’re able to upload our memories to a “robot brain” and store
them there instead of in our minds. I believe this fundamentally changes the way we form and
access our memories. This change happens in two steps or phases. The first is how these
memories are stored, and the second is how this new storage system can affect our perception of
ourselves.
With digital boards like photo/video albums, accessible to us anywhere, we can look back
on the things we have done any time we wish to. This easy access might be affecting the way our
brains store and recall information. Some things are so easy for us to get to, our stored
mental/emotional memories of them might become weaker because we don’t “need” them.
Lizzie Lewis explains this alternative storage of an event by using the word “externalizing,”
saying that, “Externalizing an experience worsened participants’ memory because their brain
received the message that it didn’t need to hold onto information that was stored elsewhere.
Consequently, not only did the individuals lose some memory of their original experience, they
may also experience longer-term deficits in the size and function of their brains.” (Lewis, 2020).
For example, If I can look back on what I was doing two or three years ago simply with the
touch of a button, I might not be constructing strong memories of these events in my brain
because I don’t need to, they are recorded and stored somewhere else for me to easily access.
Additionally, as I choose to record certain events and store them somewhere to look back
upon, I might be able to change the ways in which I perceive myself from the past. Lizzie
Lewis’s states, “Research also shows that heavy social media use is linked with memory
deficits, especially in your transactive memory. This kind of memory involves deciding what
information is important enough to store in your brain and what information can be outsourced.
Social media’s central feature, the sharing and storing of your experiences, may actually be
altering which memories you keep and which ones you don’t.” (Lewis, 2020). For example,
when I think about summers from my past it is easy for me to view videos of all the fun things I
did and believe that those summers were all fun and leisure. These videos don’t show the hours
of work I spent as a server working in a restaurant and all the other mundane things that I was
doing. In fact, I spent much more time working in that restaurant than doing those other fun
things, but now, as I revisit that time through pictures and videos, I am less apt to remember the
extent to which I was doing the job. Even though I can consciously force myself to recall these
not-so-fun memories now, mainly because they are so recent, there is an increased chance that I
will forget them in the future due to the “video memories” that I have.
6

Where We Are Today
In my current work, I’m trying to understand or uncover how social media and online
interaction affects our behavior in the present. Because there are so many people with the ability
to view what we’ve posted, I believe that our daily actions and interactions are at least partly
based on knowing that these people will view what we post and wondering how they will
respond to it, and thus respond to us. Additionally, and more importantly, we actually seem to
value strangers opinions more than the people we do know, or don’t know but still interact with
on a day-to-day basis.
Because of my interest in our relationship with social media (a place almost exclusively
accessed with our phones, and existing digitally), all of my current projects start with the pixel.
This is because the root of nearly all our communication is delivered to us through the pixel. By
enlarging it, I’m exaggerating it, thus showing its importance in our society.
I start by selecting a frame from a video that I have posted online, and manipulate it in
three stages. It starts with a skateboarding clip. I select a key frame and enlarge the pixels of the
images until it’s roughly a 16x24 blocky looking composition. This exaggerated pixel form is a
simplified version of the image, only showing the most commonly used colors and forms. This is
the first of the three steps. This is creating a form to explain what the original memory might
look like, which is something that is familiar but almost unclear at first glance. This pixelated
image, only showing the skeleton of the original image (the most important parts of it) reduces
the event to something understandable. Though abstract it contains all the theoretical necessary
information. To me this is almost a thumbnail of the original, a small seed that our brain can
understand with little context. It’s something that if we only saw for a second we might not fully
understand, but after spending a little more time with, we would eventually remember what it
was indeatil. This replicates the idea of it being a memory contained within our brain.
I then take this altered version of the original image and continue to manipulate it. This
second step of manipulation of the image replicates the way in which we misinterpret our
personal recorded history. As I stated above, by only capturing the events we want to remember
(typically highlights of ourselves) we are altering our perceptions of ourselves. I am referencing
this by mirroring the image and showcasing its multiple reflections, whether symmetrical or in a
kaleidoscope form. To me this process of re-visualizing the experience speaks to the multitude of
highlights that exist within these digital storage units. It is a conglomeration of victories that we
can look back upon to make ourselves feel better.
The third step of manipulation occurs when the previous two steps are then translated into
paint on canvas. This ultimately replicates the ways in which other people will interact and
interpret the image online. During this step, lines are blurred, things get messy, and new
interpretations are formed. While the original seed of the photograph is still contained in the
painted version, the alterations that the image has now undergone realizes itself as something
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completely new. It is within this step that I take the most liberty in changing the form and
structure of the image, just as one would judge and interpret a new photograph online. It is
something that has structure but isn’t clean. This phase of transitioning the manipulated work
into real life contains many interpretations of the image, all stuffed together into one form. This
encapsulates the idea of many people viewing something that has been posted online and
individually interpreted. Containing all of these interpretations in one frame, one painting, is
imperative to the structure of the form.
This project has resulted in three different paintings being completed. Titled “Five Stair”
(fig 9, fig 10) “Backside Boardslide” (fig 11, fig 12) and “50 50” these paintings, having
undergone this transformation, communicate the ideas of my research, and mimic the effects
these spaces and technologies have on us.

Fig 9 and 10
Five Stair 50”x 50” 2022
oil on canvas
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Fig 11 and 12
Backside Boardslide 50”x 50” 2022
oil on canvas
Continuing to mimic actions online, the foundation of the work…a skate video/clip itself,
reflects a strive for “perfection” online and creates an opportunity for me to trick my brain into
creating a new reality for myself. In the present, the recording of this video would find me
attempting and failing tricks over and over again until I’m able to land it one single time. When
posted online, others only see the successful attempts, one after another. Upon my repeat
viewing of the final edit, I am then conditioning myself to only see and remember the successes,
and sometime in the future when I look back at this video, I will have forgotten all of the
failures.
Outside of my personal experience with skating, this pattern of recording highlights and
forgetting the rest can be applied to anyone's life with the things they choose to show to the
world or value. Whatever they are choosing to record on their phones is going to be involuntarily
externalized and the reality of that situation or experience will be skewed.
Modern Entanglement With Online Spaces
In these last three years I have been able to concentrate my work on responding to the
environments I am around. Whether it's a response to my surroundings, the news, or the internet,
I have been using art as a way to visualize my experiences with these spaces and events. I’ve
coupled this with my interest in growing with social media and technologies. The work for this
thesis has been a result of my experience with responding to online spaces. I occupy coupled
with research based on how social media and digital storage is affecting behavior and memory.
To summarize, the origin of the work begins with a skate video, something created and
posted to show off a false sense of reality. It’s only the victories of my life, something I want to
look back upon and feel proud about, or something I want to brag to others about. That clip is
then scaled down to a single frame. This frame is then manipulated into a blown out pixel form
symbolic of a memory. This is something that I have chosen to store somewhere to look back
upon, and like a thumbnail image it is familiar to me. I then take this version and reflect it upon
itself, altering the structure and creating a new composition. While this composition still contains
elements of the last manipulation, it has expanded upon itself into something else. This
references how as I look back upon the things I have posted online, I only remember the good.
This leads me to an altered sense of self. I look back and see a better version of myself than one
which actually existed. Finally, as this version is manipulated upon itself one final time it
becomes messy and broken. There are refractions of color that appear throughout. Symmetry

9

exists in areas, with chaos in others. This relates to others' interpretations of my posts. There is
less control in this step, as I have no control over how others perceive me after I hit the post
button.
It is my goal that upon reading this thesis, and viewing the work, one might become more
attuned to the relationship we share with online spaces and the effect that relationship has on us.
Behavior can be motivated from many different sources. I want people to understand the
difference between doing something for enjoyment versus doing something only to be
showcased online. Creating this series of works certainly has helped me understand my
relationship with social media a lot better, and I hope to expose others to this with my art for
many years to come.
With that being said, let’s all plan on getting out there a little more, and I’ll see you at the local
DIY or Crag.
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